The focus of this paper is the analysis of data collected after conducting a telecollaboration project throughout one semester with 12 advanced learners of Spanish from a mid-sized Atlantic coast university in the USA and 12 higher intermediate students of English from a technical university in Spain. Data was collected through a questionnaire enquiring about learner expectations at the outset of the project and a final survey seeking detailed information about learner satisfaction in order to implement improvements in subsequent projects. In-depth analysis of the data also shed light on the perceived benefits and challenges of the intercultural telecollaboration project. There was evidence that the students were very open-minded about discussing multifaceted intercultural issues and very positive toward collaborating with fellow students from a different cultural background. The surveys also suggest that the learners' expected benefits aligned with their stated benefits after carrying out the project, which led us to believe that possible frustrations and communication breakdowns had been kept to a minimum.
Gimeno
Bellaterra Journal of Teaching & Learning Language & Literature. 11.3 (Aug-Sept 2018) ISSN more traditional tool, online forums provide "a critical common space in which [to] share and verify hypotheses and points of view, to ask for help deciphering meanings of words and concepts, and to constantly negotiate meanings and interpretations" (Bauer, de Benedette, Furstenberg, Levet, & Waryn, 2006, p. 35) . Thus, they have been instrumental in enhancing students' cultural reflections (Bauer et. al, 2006; WildnerBassett, 2005; Oskoz, 2012; Oskoz & Pérez-Broncano, 2016 ).
As pointed out by Oskoz (2012) and Wertsch (1991 Wertsch ( , 1998 , these asynchronous online interactions are dialogic in essence (Bakhtin, 1986) basically because the L2 learners interact with each other, they engage in discussions and expect contributions from their counterparts to enhance the content of the debate. However, it was Freire (1970) who wisely pointed out that dialogue is not "the act of one person's 'depositing' ideas in another, nor can it become a simple exchange of ideas to be 'consumed' by the discussants" (p. 70). It implies actively listening to different perspectives in which conflict, not confrontation, is seen as a transformative agent. Additionally, as argued by Depalma (2010) , one of the advantages of using online forums to foster these dialogic exchanges is that, given the slower pace of asynchronous online communication,
learners have the opportunity of reading their peers' comments, plan their response, find additional information to support or refute previous statements, and developsometimes in an informal style-a coherent reply that includes both external voices and those of their counterparts. Moreover, in online forums, learners tend to present their own points of view on the issue being discussed much as they would in face-to-face interactions, a practice that requires the writer to have the ability to "interpret phenomen [a] and exercise some form of evaluative judgment on the basis of desirability, belief, or the criteria" (Chandrasegaran & Kong, 2006, p. 377) .
Telecollaborative encounters have often been criticised for turning to "safe topics" as the stimulus for arousing online discussions in order to avoid communication breakdowns (Helm, 2013) . However, O'Dowd (2016) cautions that, although these topics may well be used as icebreakers, they will not likely encourage learners to move beyond information exchange and superficial cultural comparisons (Guth & Helm, 2010; Schneider & von der Emde, 2006) . O'Dowd further questions the extent to which a telecollaborative exchange based on that limited type of interaction may even reinforce stereotypes, and warns us that "the outcomes of such trivial exchanges" might result in learners sidestepping differences "to focus instead on what cultures may have ISSN 2013-6196 in common at a superficial level" (O'Dowd, 2016, p. 297) . In line with this, Helm (2013) suggested the need to bring divisive and challenging topics that require learners to move out of their comfort zone and, with the help of the instructor, engage in a reflective dialogue.
Project
Participants. Two groups of learners, one from the Universitat Politècnica de València (Technical University of Valencia), Spain, and the other from the University of Maryland in Baltimore, USA, engaged in a telecollaborative encounter during one semester. There were twelve Spanish students, all of whom were majoring in aerospace engineering, who had enrolled in an optional 3rd-year 6-credit higher intermediate English-language class, and twelve North American students enrolled in a 3rd-year 3-credit Spanish history and culture class as a requirement for their major or minor in
Spanish. There were 12 male and 12 female students and they were between 17 and 24 years of age.
Tools. Out of the many free online discussion tools currently available, the instructors created a private community using Google+ and the students were each invited to join. Being as it was a closed community, this safeguarded the learners' privacy and, in some cases, unwillingness to share their profile with the outside world.
Despite Google products being very popular, both in the US and Spain, not all of the participants had Google accounts prior to the project so those who did not, were required to register for one. The asynchronous nature of the postings was also a feature that the instructors sought in order to allow students time to think out and plan their responses (Guth & Thomas, 2010) .
In addition to written interaction, students were also requested to engage in 30-minute synchronous sessions using Skype to conclude each of the 2-week forum discussions, as well as an introductory ice-breaking session and a farewell session. A total of 4 sessions were conducted by each group.
After each of the two online written discussions had concluded, each group was also requested to prepare a PowerPoint or Prezi sound-enhanced presentation for their counterparts to watch in class and comment on fluency, content and style. Audacity was the software chosen for students to create the main artefact to be peer-assessed, that is, a radiophonic podcast focussing on one of the topics discussed within the subject.
Lastly, SoundCloud was used in order to upload and share the podcasts for all the group members to listen to and assess.
Procedure. Organized into 6 groups, each with two participants from the USA and two from Spain, students initiated the project by introducing themselves to their counterparts in the forum. Subsequently, the students participated in three discussions, each of which took place over a period of two weeks, within the Google+ community.
The first focused on the discussion of the TED Talk "The Danger of a Single Story" by novelist Chimamanda Adichie (2009) . Discussions 2 and 3 focused, on the one hand, on immigration and, on the other, nationalism and patriotism. In order to allow all the students to interact in their target language, the discussion on immigration took place in Spanish and the discussion on nationalism/patriotism took place in English.
In order to boost debate, each of the cultural discussions were initiated in class and guided by the instructors, who also provided links and articles to start the conversation. Both groups used the same links and articles as a starting point. After the initial in-class conversation, learners continued the online discussion in their respective groups for two weeks. The two discussion topics addressed issues that were particularly significant at the time of the project, having a huge repercussion in the media in both countries 1 . Discussions continued throughout the two weeks in student-led teams.
Following Arnold and Ducate (2006) , Oskoz (2009 Oskoz ( , 2012 online discussions in order to encourage exchanges when any of the groups kept silent for too long and to bring different perspectives into the discussion.
Research questions
The research questions posed aimed at gathering relevant information in order to determine areas of improvement:
1. What are the learners' general expectations toward the telecollaboration project?
2. What are the perceived benefits and challenges of the telecollaboration project?
3. Have the learners' expectations been satisfied?
Survey
Before starting the telecollaboration exchange project, the instructors collected information on learner profile and expectations by means of a pre-project questionnaire.
Upon completion, the learners again completed a questionnaire to gather relevant data regarding overall satisfaction, personal opinions and suggestions for improvement.
In total, 21 students completed the pre-questionnaire (10 from Spain and 11 from the 
Results and discussion
Pre-questionnaire. The pre-project questionnaire provided us with ample information in terms of learner profile and expectations.
Only 1 had previously created a podcast (4.76%) and that same person was the only one that strongly agreed to the statement "Making a podcast for my language class would be fun" (Q12). Nearly half of them (47.62%) had no opinion and just over a third (33.34%) had a positive feeling about this. However, when asked if "Making a podcast would be a good way to show language knowledge" (Q13), the majority (85.72%) agreed with this to some extent, contrary to believing that "Making a podcast would be a good way to show my cultural knowledge" (Q14), which only amounted to 2 thirds (66.68%). Additionally, two thirds (66.67%) agreed to being anxious about the thought of creating a podcast for class (Q15).
Except for 1 person, all of the others agreed to being motivated to learn English/Spanish at University.
Regarding use of technology to learn a foreign language (Q17), 4 of them had barely used technology for this purpose (19.04%), whereas just over half of them (52.38%) had. None of them manifested being against the use of ICT to learn a FL (Q18). Furthermore, they all that they would enjoy using ICT (Q19) and that it could help them develop their language skills.
When asked whether they enjoyed working with other students in the language class (Q21), 80.95% said they did, while 14.29% were undecided about this and only 1 of them denied this. Just under a quarter (19.05%) were unsure whether working with other students would help them learn the foreign language (Q22) but 71.44% were favourable to this idea. Only 3 students (14.28%) had any previous experience working with students from other countries through telecollaboration (Q23), while 76.19% had never done this before. Strangely, 19.05% were uncertain. Although 3 students (14.29%) did not have an opinion as to whether they would like to participate in a telecollaborative exchange (Q24), the vast majority were indeed all for it (85.72%) and another 85.72% agreed that such a methodology would help them improve their language skills (Q26). Here again, 14.29% were unsure. Nearly the same proportion was reported when they were asked whether they thought a telecollaborative exchange project would improve their cultural skills in the FL (Q27),
i.e. 9.52% were uncertain and 90.48% had a favourable opinion. Furthermore, 76.19% thought it would be fun (Q28) but they did not see telecollaboration as helping them improve their ICT skills (Q29), i.e. 28.57% were unsure about this and 71.43% were more optimistic about this. As we can see, the three major benefits are perceived to be a) improving their FL skills;
followed by b) experiencing real life interaction with native speakers of the FL they are seeking to improve; and, c) a chance to meet new people. Bring students closer to the L2 culture, which was one of the projects main aims, came in 4 th place out of the 9 suggested benefits.
Regarding the learners attitude toward interacting with people belonging to other cultures, overall, students from both sides of the Atlantic were very positive and were open-minded about this. However, it was a bit alarming to see that there were quite a few, in each of the attitudinal questions, who had no definite opinion. Regarding Q55, which queried about the learners' perceptions in terms of the potential challenges of participating in a diverse, multicultural setting to improve a FL, it was interesting to see that, despite the fact that our learners did envisage a few challenges, none of these were unsolvable. The following are examples of their uneasiness.
• Communication
• I think the first meeting will be the hardest because of the "shame".
• People are all at a different level speaking-wise and that could leave some people feeling left out.
• Certain words mean different things in different countries/cultures. It could potentially cause some awkward situations.
• The conversations between both groups of people
• I do not think there are many challenges if everyone tries to have a good
communication.
• Make a fluent conversation in a language that is not my own (natively).
• If there are time differences (e-collaboration), language barriers.
• Having very strong opinions and not able to accept certain aspect of other cultures
• Sometimes sentiments are not as easily translated • There will likely be somewhat of a language barrier -fluency will likely not be 100% between any of the students.
• My Spanish isn't at the level that I want it to be yet, but I am working hard every day toward my goal (fluency).
• Setting aside your own beliefs in order to be more receptive of other's.
• To get in touch with the other students.
• Tal vez tenga que ver las cosas desde la perspectiva de las personas que son diferentes a ti mismo.
•
I do not think a multicultural environment for learning is more challenging than one that is not, maybe there is the language barrier but I do not think that is critic at the university level
In these explanations, we find three ideas interesting. Firstly, recognizing that being shy to speak face-to-face (via Skype) can become a handicap for successful communication; secondly, being aware that they may be confronted with intransigent counterparts; and lastly, that one of the most difficult things to transmit in a foreign language are feelings.
As we can see in Figure 4 , all of the students perceived that participating in the Google+ private community that had been set up for the project would be helpful for all 11 items the instructors suggested in the survey. Nevertheless, four major benefits stood out as being particularly valuable: 1) becoming more fully aware of how each perceived the others' culture; 2) understanding how others perceived the world; 3) providing an alternative perspective regarding the cultural issue being discussed; and 4) understanding the different topics (e.g.
immigration, nationalism) can be explained from various perspectives. The least useful aspect of participating in the forums was thinking that this could help them learn facts about their own culture.
Lastly, when the students were asked about their learning expectations in producing the course artefacts, which consisted of a radiophonic podcast dealing with one of the cultural topics discussed in the online forums during the project, opinions were equally divided in two broad categories. On the one hand, some thought that creating the podcasts would help them to improve their speaking and communication skills in particular (a linguistic focus), and others thought that these would also contribute towards their understanding of cultural issues and improve their intercultural communication skills.
Post-questionnaire. The post-questionnaire was conducted after concluding the project in order to analyse student satisfaction and thus be able to correlate data with male. In Spain, however, only 7 out of 12 students completed the questionnaire (58%).
Of these, 5 were male and 2, female.
Although the instructors gathered a wealth of data from the survey, in what follows we shall only focus on three crucial aspects. That is:
• Our learners' degree of satisfaction upon participating in an intercultural telecollaboration project and compare it with their opinion at the outset.
• Our learners' degree of satisfaction upon contributing to the cultural discussion in the ad hoc forums.
• Our learners' degree of satisfaction upon having to create a radiophonic podcast as the final course requirement.
USA: Regarding Q11 "Making a podcast for my language class was fun", student satisfaction was reported to be greater than they had originally envisaged in the prequestionnaire. Only 1 student (11.11%) tended to disagree, 3 (33.33%) were neutral and over half of them (55.55%) were happy with the experience. The following two comments are particularly clarifying, especially because the task was perceived as constituting a "low stress environment", which is obviously one of the main aims, i.e. to avoid learners feeling threatened by the telecollaboration project.
[ In Spain, however, 2 students were neutral (28.57%) and the rest were highly satisfied (71.43%). This is probably due to the fact that the Spanish students belong to a technological university were they are accustomed to using technology and subjectspecific software on a daily basis as an institutional policy. Regarding the Spanish students, bar 3 who were not sure (42.86%), the remaining 57.14% agreed that this was the case.
USA: Moving on to the learners' perception of how the telecollaboration
project had helped them (Qs 24 to 32), students were asked to score 9 possible reasons.
As we can see in Figure 5 , in a 7-point scale, three of these clearly stood out: a) being able to interact in a real life situation with fellow university students of their own age; b) being able to meet new people who, like themselves, were studying an undergraduate degree; and c) being able to improve their intercultural communication skills. The fact that this last reason stood out together with the other two in first place was of great satisfaction to the instructors because it was naturally one of the main aims of the project itself. The two reasons that came in second place also related to a cultural aspect: a) having been able to become more closely acquainted with the L2 culture, and b) having been able to improve their cultural skills in L2. Overall, the Spanish students rated all the categories higher than the US students, thus showing a slightly higher degree of satisfaction, possibly because the whole project was seen as being innovative, which led to motivation. These students highlighted the opportunity to experience online interaction with fellow learners followed in second place by three aspects: a) being able to meet new people; b) being able to improve their intercultural communication skills, both of which coincide with the US students, and c) having felt that they belonged to a community of practice (learners' community), which the US students rated lower don the scale. Like the US students, the Spanish students also perceived that participating in the forums had helped them understand how others perceive one's own culture but differed in other aspects. In particular, they pointed out the that forums had helped them discover new information and new aspects about the L2 culture on their own (which implies that, in order to discuss a specific cultural issue pertaining to the L2 culture, they had to investigate the topic and gather relevant information that would allow them to contribute meaningfully to the forum discussions), and also that a given topic can be explained from different perspectives, a fact that no doubt contributes toward becoming more open-minded and tolerant with opposing opinions. Additionally, this last benefit was not foreseen to such a great extent by the students in the pre-questionnaire.
Overall, though, the results derived from the pre-questionnaire correlate to those from the post-questionnaire, which leads us to believe that, in most cases, the leaners were able to foresee how participating in the online discussions would help them in terms of "interculturality". The students were also requested to define what they knew about immigration trends (why and how immigrants move across countries) in relation to the US and Spanish
(Q66).
Despite the fact that their answers did not vary substantially to that reported in Regarding the type of activity the learners thought was most useful (Q70), it was interesting to see how the learners differed according to country. The American students ( Figure 9 ) by far preferred the online written discussions conducted through the Google+ private community (100%) -that, is interacting with their counterparts and exchanging viewpoints and opinions regarding the topics under discussion-whereas, as we can see in Figure 10 , the Spanish learners preferred taking part in and watching the sound-enhanced Powepoint presentations (71.43%) that all the students had to prepare (per university, per group) and deliver after each of the discussion topics had come to an end. That is, the Spanish students watched and discussed in class both the American students' presentations as well as their fellow Spanish classmates' presentations. This proved particularly interesting from the learners' point of view and successful from the instructors' point of view because the activity made them aware how their counterparts had truly incorporated information provided not only from their own research but also from their fellow international "informants" -thus rewarding them with a feeling of having been "useful" and contributing toward the others' learning process. In second place the Spanish students preferred the Kahoot quizzes (57.14%) because they enjoyed the gamification component and competing with their class mates and, in third place, came the "face-to-face" synchronous interaction conducted via Skype (42,86%). Whilst the US students conducted this activity in class, due to the 6-hour time difference, the Spanish students conducted the activity late in the evening from their homes, which was an added hurdle that they were, however, happy to overcome. Another interesting finding resulted from asking students to write down in one minute as many things as they could about their telecollaboration partners' country and culture (Q71) and the follow-up question inquiring about how they had obtained that information (Q72). Interestingly, students coincide in their responses; 100% of themboth in the US and Spain-report that their "foreign partners" had told them (Figures 11 & 12) . This reinforces the idea that, at the outset, the students took the task of becoming informants for their counterparts very seriously, which was one of the main aims of the project, i.e. encouraging students to take responsibility over the learning process and provide both appropriate channels where reliable information could be sought and offer their own viewpoints.
However, the other responses differed considerably. The US students reported that their teacher had been an important source of information (83.83%) and also that A factor that differed between learners on either side of the Atlantic was that, in the States, culture and history were core to the subject whereas in the Spanish context, despite the telecollaboration project being an integral part of the subject, it was an addon and so students did not receive additional tuition in these areas, which is the reason why only 1 person (14.29%) reported learning about their counterparts' country from their instructor. Interestingly, though, American students reported being somewhat frustrated by the experience, whereas none of the UPV students even remotely felt this (0%). This could be due to the fact that, although part of their final grade was dependant on their performance on the project tasks, they saw it as an "interesting" and "useful" add-on to their English class and readily welcomed the idea of the exchange project.
Another notable difference was the fact that 66.67% of the US students reported they found the entire process challenging, whereas none (0%) of the UPV students had this feeling, and a third of the US students (33.33%) found the project stressful, whereas UPV students did not (0%). 
US students LIKED
• Getting to learn so much not only about your own country but also about Spain as well as hearing their opinions on things in the US.
• We were able to compare and contrast the ideas of other students and that there were opportunities for a lot of group interaction.
• Getting to learn first hand from other students. It's not like learning from a textbook -it's so interesting to talk to people your own age, share your experiences, and teach each other about your own personal culture.
• Learning about the perspectives of others.
• The exposure to another culture and having honest thoughts from outsiders looking in on our culture.
• Getting to know our partners. It was interesting to learn about their lives and life overseas.
UPV students LIKED
• The Skype sessions.
• The possibility of exchanging information with people from another continent.
• The test game.
• The people I met.
• The Skype calls.
• Learn about the culture of the United States.
We interpret that the students enjoyed the Skype sessions because these enabled them to see each other and interact in real time with their fellow American group members and subsequently, as reported in the pre-questionnaire, satisfy one of their expectations, which was the chance to meet new people.
Regarding what they disliked, this is what each of them wrote:
US students DISLIKED
• The Skype sessions only worked for 2 of the times and sometimes people did not post on time.
• The students from Spain did not participate as much as was needed, which hindered some of the tasks. • It was a bit hard to have consistent contact with our Spanish friends, and it was hard to ensure that we were all putting the same amount of effort into the project.
• The Spaniards were difficult to get in contact with.
• The fact that it was worth like 35% of my final grade 
UPV students DISLIKED
• Some topics (nationalism).
• The difficulties for meeting them with skype.
• The skype meetings were always set at 9pm and I always had class so I couldn't attend all of them.
• The deadlines.
• Write such long comments for the different topics we have discussed.
As we can see, UVP students were also frustrated with the difficulties caused by the different time zones for which reason they had to communicate with their US group members late in the evening, as well as having to overcome a number of technical glitches.
Another notable "complaint" on behalf of UPV students was that they claimed that their American counterparts were far more prolific in their online forum discussions, while, as is customary in scientific disciplines such as Aerospace Engineering, UPV learners were far more concise and direct to the point in their online written exchanges (comments derived from class activity with the instructor).
To conclude, students were requested to write what their overall opinion of the telecollaboration project was (Q80). These are their personal statements:
US students
• Helpful and interesting in that you get to hear from other people as well as practice your language skills but that there were some technical bumps in the road along the way. Overall it was a beneficial project that just had a few kinks. • Interesting but needs to be more structured on both sides.
• That is a useful way to connect young people from different cultural backgrounds. It fosters genuine concern for people outside of your immediate bubble. It promotes caring about more global affairs.
• I think it has serious potential, if you find a better platform and ensure that everyone has the same expectations/understandings in terms of workload.
Otherwise, just stick to the textbook!
UPV students
• It's a good way to learn English.
• That it can be very helpful.
• 10 out of 10
• It's a good experience to meet people and get to know other cultures.
• It was an interesting project to do but it was tiring sometimes and I think it could be more interesting with other topics.
• A very good experience to see what is out there, and learn from what's not within our local range.
• It is a good way to be able to meet people from other countries (and in turn from other cultures), and with which to practice the native language of them.
Conclusions
After conducting telecollaborative encounters during one semester between North American and Spanish students in which intercultural communication was at the heart of the project, the researchers were able to find evidence, through the pre and post project questionnaires administered, that verified what was only an intuition at the outset. The surveys highlighted the fact that the students on both sides of the Atlantic were highly motivated foreign language learners and had high expectations toward the there was clear evidence that UPV students, in particular, saw the project as being beneficial for their EFL improvement, which was also one of the project aims. There was, however, a noticeable conflict in terms of the differences in the educational systems; i.e. the students in each of the two countries involved belonged to two very distinct educational contexts (aerospace engineering versus completing a major or minor in Spanish) which strongly determined the students' academic expectations and these were, in turn, transferred to the telecollaborative environment.
